provided a venue at which to begin a constructive dialogue about understanding the role of pragmatism in the political thought of Barack Obama. 3 This special symposium on Obama in this special issue of Contemporary Pragmatism on Contemporary American Politics is a continuation of that dialogue.
The essays that appear in this Symposium offer a wide range of views on the question of Obama's pragmatism. Some of the essays advance arguments on behalf of thinking about Obama as a pragmatist, some clearly oppose this conclusion, and others are perhaps somewhere in between. All of them, however are more interested in the question of what we mean when we call Obama a pragmatist (or choose to not call him a pragmatist). Obama's background, education, community organizing, speeches, policies and political actions are thoroughly examined from a range of perspectives and methodologies across these essays. The essays were written independently and each stands on its own. However since some of them originated at the SAAP session, and some authors were aware of other author's work, and sometimes just by happenstance, there is a considerable amount of dialogical discourse between them.
To orient the reader approaching this substantive selection of work on Obama and Pragmatism, we offer a summary of the perspectives that follow. Taken collectively, the work here offered provides a range of opinion and inquiry concerning both the pragmatist merits of the thought and action of Barack Obama as well as the philosophical stakes involved in the very idea of a discussion of Obama's pragmatism. As is clear from our summary below, not all of our contributors are of the same mind about these matters: that there should be room for much debate on the question of Obama's pragmatism is exactly what we as pragmatists should expect, and indeed even hope for.
Bart Schultz here draws upon his own earlier work on Obama in order to develop a new range of insights. He argues that Obama is not Dewey, but he is Deweyan, and perhaps as much as a President could ever be. He puts forth a sample of the wide array of interpretations of pragmatism in a way that makes it conceivable to call Obama a pragmatist while showing the need to clarify just what that means.
Paul Taylor raises several important concerns about extending the pragmatist label to Obama. He claims that Obama the writer, orator, and campaigner is more of a pragmatist than Obama the President. Taylor also proposes that the question of Obama's pragmatism is one that some of us (pragmatists) are interested in is because it "makes the President one of us" such that it "might come mixed with deeper desires and anxieties, and gather some momentum from the progress of these desires and anxieties." Taylor thus provides a useful cautionary note to those of us who are all too quick to think of Obama as a pragmatist. This may be a disservice to our understanding of Obama, and even to our understanding of pragmatism.
Mark Sanders explores the question of Barrack Obama's pragmatism by inquiring into what it means when Obama is labeled pragmatic by observers from across various fields. Examining how the term 'pragmatism' is used in
